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Abstract
When people talk about the downside of open access publishing, they typically focus on things like high article
processing charges and the difficulties that arise in differentiating between reputable peer‐reviewed journals and
low‐quality journals from predatory publishers. But when OA publishing is equated with making articles and other
academic content available exclusively via OA sites like (most) institutional repositories, there is arguably an even
more serious downside: the effective quarantining of scholarly research.
We’ll explore how institutional mandates to promote a library’s IR sometimes override a researcher’s desire to
make research available to peers via Google Scholar and other common workflows. Without losing sight of OA’s
core mission to provide access to information on the basis of need rather than an ability to pay, we will consider
several perspectives on OA publishing. Our objective will be to reconcile tensions not only between librarians and
researchers but also between universities and publishers.

I’m Adam Blackwell. And since I only have 6 minutes
and 40 seconds, I’m going to get straight to it . . . and
talk really fast!
In 2015, ProQuest and the Shoah Foundation
entered into a partnership. Our primary objective
was to increase usage of an archive of interviews
with Holocaust survivors. In order to see how we
could make the archive more useful in scholarly
research, I interviewed faculty at U.S. and UK institutions. But I also wanted to talk to some German
academics. So one Monday morning, I e‐mailed
about 40 faculty at two of Munich’s big research
institutions and asked them to discuss their research
with me. Almost immediately, the replies came in.
And by close of business on Tuesday, I had filled up
my calendar.
But on Thursday, when I arrived at the office, I saw
I had a cancellation e‐mail. Someone had muddled
up their dates. Later that morning, someone else
e-mailed me to say their plans had changed. By
Friday, a dozen appointments had become just three.
So I e‐mailed one of the guys who’d backed out and
asked him what was going on. And he told me that
after replying to my e‐mail, he and his colleagues had
learned that a ProQuest sales rep was visiting their
campus and trying to get the library to subscribe to
ProQuest databases. At first, these researchers had
addressed me in highly collegial terms (more than
one had started an e‐mail with “Dear Adam . . . if I
may”). But after they learned about the ProQuest
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sales rep doing the rounds, I was no longer a fellow
researcher in their eyes . . . but an outsider.
Here’s what I think the moral of this story is. When
researchers think about ProQuest primarily as a
profit-driven company, their willingness to work with
ProQuest on matters of mutual interest declines.
Their skepticism is often expressed as a belief that
private entities shouldn’t benefit from the unpaid
labor of academic researchers.
I understand this view. I get it. But I don’t share it. I
think private companies and academic institutions
can work together. And I’m going to show you what
this cooperation looks like with reference to ProQuest’s flagship dissertations product, PQDT.
Let’s just state the obvious: ProQuest does profit
from the research of graduate students. When
dissertations and theses are submitted to ProQuest,
they go into an archive that ProQuest sells. However,
I think for most people the belief that a company like
ProQuest shouldn’t profit from academic research
isn’t an absolute and that in some cases it may be
okay. Like when ProQuest provides researchers with
something of material value in return. This is what I
will spend the rest of my 6 minutes and 40 seconds
discussing.
First point. Submission has no material downside for
the author. The agreement you make with ProQuest
is nonexclusive, which means that you, as an author,
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are free to deposit your dissertation in your IR and
anywhere else. But you also get several benefits by
adding your dissertation to PQDT. One is the assurance that if your house burns down and your IR is
hacked, your work will not be lost. When a dissertation is submitted to ProQuest, we make a bunch of
physical and digital copies and put them in super‐
secure physical and digital storage facilities. We also
do some basic QA, ensuring (for example) that there
is consistency between the way your name is spelled
in the content of your dissertation and in the associated metadata. We also enhance this metadata.
Where it’s helpful for discoverability, we add new
keywords, subjects, and indexing terms.
But the most important benefit ProQuest offers dissertation authors is what we often refer to as reach.
Reach means we make your dissertation available
to a global research community. Here’s how. When
your dissertation goes into PQDT, it is immediately
available for views, downloads, and citations from
millions of researchers at thousands of institutions.
This group includes lots of advanced researchers,
or the kind who publish in peer‐reviewed journals.
There’s another way submission to ProQuest exposes
your dissertation to these advanced researchers.
Every year, organizations like the APA and the
MLA review the dissertations added to PQDT, and
they include citations to the relevant ones in their
indexes, indexes that are used by advanced researchers in all major disciplines.
Submission to PQDT increases the reach of your dissertation in another important way—via ProQuest’s
partnership with Google Scholar. Adding your
dissertation to PQDT isn’t the only way of making
it available to Google Scholar users. But it may be
the most reliable. Here’s why I say that. While it’s
true that Google will crawl your IR, there are lots of
different document types in most IRs, and Google
Scholar “sweeps them up” indiscriminately. When
your dissertation goes into PQDT, it is going to a site
that Google Scholar relies on as its authoritative

source for dissertations. Moreover, consistent and
predictable tagging ensure that abstracts and other
fields are correctly indexed.
As I close, I want to be very clear about something.
(And I’m going to use three of the exactly 400
total seconds I have available to me for a dramatic
pause . . .) Okay, nothing, literally nothing, I’ve said
today is an argument against including your dissertation in your IR (or anywhere else for that matter).
The argument I’ve been making here is what you
might call an improv argument. It’s not “either/or”
but “Yes, and.” Yes, there is value in depositing your
dissertation in your IR. And yes, there is value in
submitting it to ProQuest.
I started with one anecdote. I’m going to end with
another. Last year, some colleagues and I visited the
library of one of England’s top two universities (I
won’t say which one). We were exploring the possibility of working with the library on a pilot project
that would involve digitizing old dissertations and
adding them to PQDT. When we described the pilot,
the librarian seemed interested. But she said her
boss would never go for our offer. Why? we asked
her. Because, she said, the library was facing an
existential threat and her boss was under pressure
to justify its very existence. And one way he could do
that was pointing out there were dissertations in the
library’s IR that you couldn’t find anywhere else. This
seemed fair enough. When you work for a company
that tries to get people to use your resources, you
can’t really complain when a library tries to get
people to use theirs. Even so, as we got up to leave,
I asked the librarian a question:
“Can you—” I said, “Can you think of one benefit,
just one benefit, that the author gets from making
the full text of their dissertation available in your
IR . . . and only in your IR?”
And that’s the question I’ll leave you with, too.
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